Introduction
The loss of the CRC may have created other gaps. For example, the CRC had close relationships with councils and voluntary sector organizations, such as RCCs. The RCPU has these connections, but, in view of its status, is not a direct replacement for the CRC. This distinction may explain why, even within parliament, there is concern that, 'With the demise of the [CRC] an independent critical voice has been lost. ' (EFRA 2013 p86) .
Related to this are worries about the ability of the RCPU, given its relatively small size and single (London) office base, to consult with a sufficiently wide range of external bodies (p86).
Before considering these matters, however, the research method is described.
The research method
Twenty-three people were asked for their opinions about the CRC's closure. Included were current and ex-officials, politicians, community/economic development practitioners, academics, ex-Board members/Commissioners, a local government officer, a rural business support manager, a regional rural network director, and six parish clerks. All had had some involvement with, or knowledge of, the RDC, CA, CRC, and/or RCPU.
Thirteen people eventually participated. The following declined, had nothing to contribute, or did not reply: one Conservative and one Labour politician (both of whom have held ministerial positions); an academic/ex-Commissioner; a community development specialist and academic; the regional rural network director.
The officials who contributed were colleagues of the writer in the RDC and/or CA. Located mainly in the south-west of England, although with briefs that range, or ranged, beyond the region, they, and the other participants, were approached because of their professional backgrounds, current and/or past employment, and experience.
Five face-to-face interviews were held. The remaining exchanges were conducted via email. The latter were, of necessity, somewhat more 'closed' than the former, which were wider-ranging. In both cases, however, two questions were used to prompt responses:
• What did the CRC do that is not being done now?
• What is government, including the RCPU, unable to do (eg by way of research, to make public), that the CRC was able to do (eg investigate foodbanks, undertake poverty-related work)?
The NFU, CLA, CAll, CPRE, ACRE, and the Arthur Rank Centre 1 were also asked to participate.
Although initial replies were received from the CAll and ACRE, in the end none of the organizations contributed.
The next section describes the roles of the CRC and its predecessors. Following this, the histories, interests and influence of the NFU, CLA, and CAll are discussed. Finally, the views of the interviewees are presented and discussed, and conclusions drawn.
Rural England's QUANGOs, 1909-2013
The Development/Rural Development Commissions (1909-1999)
The DC 2 was born of concerns about unemployment in rural areas, and related needs for investment in scientific research, education, and communications and transport infrastructure. These concerns stemmed partly from the impact on the rural economy of the long-running agricultural depression of the late 19 th and early 20 th centuries, and subsequent calls to address concerns about unemployment by, '… some form of national planning.' (Rogers 1999 pp3-4) .
The creation of the DC was informed by three Royal Commissions. Two proposed, respectively, the nationalisation and development of the canal system, and the development of forestry as a means of addressing unemployment and population loss (p4). The third reported on the 1905 Poor Laws and the need for central government involvement in economic and welfare policy (p5).
Although the majority of the (Poor Law) Commissioners argued for the use of public works as a means of reducing unemployment, Beatrice Webb, a founding Fabian 3 , objected (p5). Her objection, presumably, was made on the grounds that those employed on such works would effectively be involved in what would, today, be called workfare. This, in effect a subsidy for the employer, conflicted with the Fabians' support for a minimum wage. The argument is familiar:
'One thing is certain: five million persons insufficiently organized, improperly fed, clothed and housed, can never, by voluntary action, raise the material standard of their life. The one remedy for their lamentable state is larger incomes; the one effective means of obtaining that remedy is a national legal minimum wage.' (TFS 1906 p13).
Voted into being in 1910 with much cross-party support, including that of the then Liberal, Winston
Churchill, the DC's work and priorities were influenced by the Royal Commissions. The initial emphasis was on innovation, experimentation, and demonstration covering diverse topics such as bee-keeping, tobacco cultivation (!), agricultural cooperation, forestry, rural transport, construction and improvement of harbours, and inland navigations (Rogers 1999 p19) . The chairman of this group was H. Rolf Gardiner, the well-known, if controversial, ruralist (MooreColyer 2001) and supporter of regional development centred on rural estates under the watchful eye of working aristocrats and farming squires (Gardiner 1943 p153) . It was usual to have well-connected influential people as members of the DC's (and, later, the RDC's) county committees. In terms of the committee's permanent membership (excluding officials) 'county' landed interests were well represented (which, in the context of this paper, is significant). The one consistent nod towards the wider rural community was the committee secretary, an RCC official. No doubt some in London regarded this as a two-edged sword, given the propensity of people to be loyal both to cause and county. Nevertheless, the DC held the purse strings 4 , for, as also noted in the minutes of August, 1955, the committee members, despite their concerns, accepted the DC's grant conditions (S&D 1955 22 August).
Although, over time, the priorities and (some) topics addressed changed, the emphasis on research, demonstration, innovation, and specific support, for example, for small businesses and craft training, was to remain constant to the end (eg CoSIRA 1973 , RDC 1990 , 1994 , 1997 , 1997a .
The Countryside Agency (1999-2006)
In 1999 the government closed the RDC as part of its move towards a more integrated and specialised approach to the countryside (DETR/MAFF 2000 p14). Some staff transferred to the newly-formed Consequently, the opportunity was lost to determine the potential of the agency's integrated rural development work. This was trialled in the Forest of Dean (FoD 2002) , and could, if time and politics had permitted, have built on earlier work relating to this rural 'holy grail' (Newby 1988 pp141-145) .
Although the CA was not established to take an integrated approach, staff tried to address some of the challenges relating to sustainable rural development, and, by extension, to rural governance; in short, (Burgess 2005 p3) , is equally clear. As with the CA, however, the CRC was, as discussed next, to be short-lived.
The Commission for Rural Communities (2006-2013)
The CRC's focus was on research and the identification and dissemination of good practice relating to disadvantage. However, it was formed at a time when, nationally, the number of public sector employees was being reduced. Consequently, its budget and headcount were always under pressure. . 10 Short lived rural non-departmental government organizations were the norm after 1997, with New Labour and the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition governments between them managing to close eight Government Offices of the Regions, the RDC and CoCo in order to to establish -and then close -the CA the RDAs, and the CRC. 11 A full list of the CRC's -more than 600 -documents can be found here: http://tinyurl.com/p4hxhtu. councillors, and published case studies about a range of rural issues, including, for example, young people, and migrant workers. It also continued to produce the annual State of the Countryside
Reports initiated by the CA in 1999 (CA 1999).
Unsurprisingly, the CRC's documents are easier to find than those of its predecessors. Those of the CA and the RDC are much harder to track down, although many individual reports can be found by searching the Web. The British Library's main catalogue lists 58 CRC, 31 CA, and 128 RDC documents.
The relative difficulty in tracking down documents from all three organizations is a concern. The documents are repositories of knowledge paid for by the taxpayer. They are all that remain of the 'memories' of organizations, which, for more than 100 years, consecutively cared, and worked, for the people and places of rural England not represented by the land-based, land owning and using membership groups discussed next.
Sector specific and interest groups
The influential, but partial, NFU, CLA and CAll, together with, for example, the National Trust and the CPRE, have 'insider' connections to politicians and policymakers. Although they could fill some of the gaps left by the closure of the CRC 12 , their primary responsibility is to represent their members'
interests.
The National Farmers Union
The NFU was formed in 1908, at much the same time as the DC and the CLA. According to its website, the union, formed to represent the interest of farmers during a time of agricultural depression, has grown, '… to become one of the most effective and respected trade associations in Britain.' 13 It rose from small beginnings to a post-war position of influence, in which it, '… was accorded a key mediating role: representing the interests of the farming community in the implementation of agreed policies.' (Marsden, Murdoch, Lowe, Munton and Flynn 1993 p60) .
NFU membership peaked at 210,000 in 1953 (Cox, Lowe and Winter 1991 p30) . Standing at 55,000 today, it is still located close, physically and politically, to the heart of central and local government.
It is part of the countryside Establishment, an 'insider group' involved in, and influencing, policy making 14 (Grant 2005 That is not to criticise the NFU -it does its job; as does a related organization, the CLA.
The Country Land and Business Association
The CLA is also a member of the 'insider' policy community referred to by Michael Woods (2005 p137 (Parker 1999) . Consequently, his subsequent appointment as the first chairman of the CA, the organization responsible for the 'right to roam' legislative programme, initially drew some criticism (BBC 1999). Nevertheless, under his chairmanship, legislation was passed, much to the delight of, for example, The Ramblers' Association (Ramblers 2015) . In any case, the appointment of a farmer/landowner and Establishment figure to head rural government organizations not primarily, if at all, concerned with agriculture, is essentially the norm.
service for the agriculture sector, employed 5,100 people (cost £65m). At the time the small firms sector accounted for 25% of the labour force; the agriculture sector, 2.6%. and placards carried by marchers …' (Woods 2005 p217) . Also mentioned is the Alliance's work on rural business and services, and its campaign for improving rural mobile telephone and broadband.
This last leads the CAll's 2015 election manifesto (CAll 2014a).
The manifesto also calls for improved food labelling (p3), stresses the importance of wildlife management, '… best achieved by a combination of methods undertaken by farmers, gamekeepers, landowners, naturalists and huntsmen … ', the repeal of the Hunting Act, and opposition to further restrictions on firearms (p7). Although few of the latter topics are likely to concern the CRC's 'rural disadvantaged', the needs of rural communities and the importance of rural services are not neglected.
There are supportive references to the problems of service sparsity and related travel difficulties, the relatively high cost of heating and road fuel, the threat posed to the now privatized Royal Mail's universal service obligation, and the need for affordable housing, together with -interestinglyrelated incentives for landowners to make land available for housing (CAll 2014 pp4-5).
The CAll calls for equality in access to services and facilities to those in urban areas. It is more broadly based in its interests than the NFU and CLA. This is reflected in its governance structure.
The Chairman is Kate Hoey, a farmer's daughter and London Labour MP; her deputy is Conservative
Peer, Lord Mancroft, a prominent fox hunting chief . The sociological implications of these changes in terms of power relationships and the exercise of influence are ripe for re-investigation, and would complement the work of, for example, Newby, Bell, Rose and Saunders (1978) , Woods (1997) , Pierce (2004) , and Sturzakar and Shucksmith (2011 The RCPU, however, has a wider constituency to consult with, and (attempt to) satisfy, as discussed below.
The RCPU -Rural Communities Policy Unit (Defra)
Concerns have been expressed about the RCPU's ability to consult only the 'usual suspects' (EFRA 2013 p84). The suspects are, however, numerous, and are themselves often representative organizations with networks of their own. There is a concern that the RCPU -a relatively small unit compared with the CRC 23 -is not in a position to address specifically, and as a priority, the needs of the rural disadvantaged, or, as of right, to conduct related research, and to advocate. According to Ministers -politicians -and not independent individuals appointed for their knowledge and experience are now responsible for policy. This is a significant change, which, when coupled with the -consequent? -paucity of research relating to disadvantage, suggest that policy 'gaps' may nowconsequently? -exist in topic areas once addressed by the CRC. This is discussed in the next section.
Consequences of the CRC's Closure -Participants' Views
Participants noted 'post-CRC' gaps in independence, information, research and, in relation to town/parish councils, communication.
An ex-senior official, who had worked for the RDC, CA and CRC, said, 'Its strength was to think independently 27 and advocate independently from an outside perspective.' Although acknowledging that others could have done its work, its, '… unique feature was its freedom … from government and the civil service.' An ex-CRC Commissioner noted that although the CRC was unable to continue with some of the more practical, action-research work done by the CA, such as the Land Management and Market Towns initiatives, its clearly defined role, and its day-to-day focus on social justice, rural deprivation and inclusion, was distinctive and valuable; as was its strong emphasis on influencing policy across government departments. This last point was reinforced by an academic and an exofficial, both of whom, contrary to Lord Haskins' view, attached importance to the -now lost -link between the development of policy and its implementation. The perceived lack of independence and visibility is perhaps inevitable, because, as a civil servant observed:
The RCPU has to work to Government (Ministerial) 
The Achilles heel of the RCPU is twofold. It is part of government and ultimately it is not able to be a critical friend in the truest sense. The second weakness is that it is not fleet of foot and thus is unable to respond to issues quickly if they aren't a ministerial priority.
These views capture the strengths and weaknesses of having a unit within government. It is part of the machine, its staff trusted by colleagues in other departments, its professional ethos unquestioned, but its freedom to act and communicate outside government and the civil service limited by remit and duty. Not surprisingly, the CRC's position was considered to be relatively free. It was, according to a
civil servant, '… highly responsive and unrestricted by any political priorities, meaning that it could dig deep to uncover the facts and present the truth even if this embarrassed government -this was the very essence of what it was good at -but ultimately its downfall.'
Whether the potential to embarrass the government of the day was the reason for its downfall is open to question. Along with many other arm's-length bodies it was a casualty of the present government's 'bonfire of the quangos' (Institute for Government 2012). This, the latest bonfire of many, concentrated on non-departmental public bodies, such as the CRC, rather than, for example, health authorities (Flinders, Dommett and Tonkiss 2014 p20). As, according to government figures, some 280 quangos have been abolished or merged since 2010 (UK Government 2014), it is possible that the CRC was simply one of many chosen, possibly without much thought for the consequences, for summary incineration.
Nevertheless, the opinions expressed above about relative freedom, and concerns relating to rural deprivation and poverty noted by the House of Commons' environment, food and rural affairs committee (EFRA 2013 pp100), suggest that the closure of the CRC, and with it, the loss of, '… an independent critical voice …' (p86), has implications for rural England (and, perhaps, for all 'critical friends' who are seen to be overly critical by, and of, their paymasters). Similarly, the Government's belief that these topics are best dealt with via rural proofing (EFRA 2013a p28) and external monitoring and reporting (p29 29 ), makes clear the RCPU's distinct status within, and of, government.
The point above about the loss of research effort and capacity is reflected in the comments made by the business support manager, who, although recognizing the CRC's closeness to government, viewed the change with concern, stating:
The demise of the CRC has left … villages and towns without a place to turn to for authoritative research, advice and guidance. It has also deprived them of the ability to … contribute to a collective voice on issues of concern. Despite being clearly linked to government it was respected for its independence.
The reference to the value of the CRC's work to the parish council level is interesting in that information gathered from parish clerks suggests that the value may be more assumed than actual. As part of this research a parish clerk consulted five colleagues who, between them, cover fifteen parish councils. Most of them have been clerking for between ten and twenty years, and yet two had not heard of the CRC, and had to search the Web for information. In a similar vein, a rural District
Council officer with more than twenty years' experience in community -including town partnershipdevelopment work, felt, due mainly to the day-to-day pressures of work, detached from changes at the national level, and was unaware, for example, that AMT, an organization that had, since the late 1990s worked with, and for, town partnerships, had closed 30 .
The clerks' and District Council officer's lack of awareness suggests that there may be a communications gap between central and local government that precedes the establishment of the RCPU. This possibility is consistent with a 2014 survey of town clerks that found an overall lack of familiarity with the CA-led programmes contained in the rural white paper of 2000 ).
National organizations cannot, therefore, be complacent when it comes to communicating with local government officers, especially town/parish clerks who are often part-time and, consequently, under time and work pressures (p67).
To an extent this can be seen from the clerks' collective, and somewhat dismissive, response to the Finally, in addition to the work of the CRC and the RCPU, the role of the Rural Advocate (RA) was mentioned. This position, initially located within the CA, and subsequently the CRC, gave the holder access to the highest levels of government, including the Prime Minister (CRC 2008b (Independent 2011) . This, coupled with the decision not to update the Rural Statement (Defra 2012a) after many decades of regular reporting is indicative of the extent to which the closure of the CRC and the formation of the RCPU has changed the former consensual approach to rural development in England.
To judge from the above, gaps do appear to have opened in relation to policy, research, and independence from government. After more than 100 years, this is change indeed.
Conclusion
This paper set out to consider the implications of the closure of the CRC, and its replacement (in effect) by the RCPU, for rural England's disadvantaged people and places. The main concerns identified are the:
• loss of independence associated with the replacement of an arm's-length organization by a civil service unit;
• lack of a coherent research programme relating to disadvantage;
• potential for policy influence to be skewed in favour of membership and lobbying groups and professional and landed elites;
• possible lack of effective communications between central government bodies and lower tier local authorities. (Smith 1992 , Hale 1996 , CA 2002 , Age UK 2013 , with perhaps the CRC's, now nearly decade old, research into older people being the most recent detailed study (CRC 2006) . 31 An example of usage: between November 2013 and November 2014 a foodbank in a small country town in the south of England distributed 16.5 tonnes of food. In all, in the twelve month period December 2013 to November 2014, 92 couples, 114 families, 270 single people, and 86 single parents were helped. In 2013/14 the reasons given for use were (in rank order): low income, benefit delays, benefit changes, and debt (Mac 2014).
32 Quotes relating to foodbank use by members of the 2010-15 Coalition government include: 'I think one of the reasons that there has been increased use … is because people have been made aware of the … service through local jobcentres.'; 'I think it is a positive thing for people to use food banks and I think if they need it, local authorities sometimes refer to food banks now because they run the social funds and instead of actually just paying money out some of them refer across.'; 'It is difficult to know which came first -supply or demand… if you put more food banks in, that is the supply. Clearly food from a food bank is by definition a free good and there's almost infinite demand.'
The perennial nature of poverty and its close semantic relations, disadvantage, social exclusion and deprivation, suggests that they are intractable problems. They may be so, but for politicians to turn their backs on attempting to understand and solve them is no answer. Indeed, it is arguably a dereliction of duty; a failure to work for the common good. The change from independent advice to Minister-led policy is short sighted. Ministers and governments come and go, but the problems are long-term (which perhaps explains why, until 2013, a consensual approach was essentially the norm). This seeming reluctance by government provokes the question: who will ensure today's wider 'rural voice' will be heard by politicians and policy makers? The responsibility cannot lie solely with the RC. Neither can it -and nor should it -lie with lobby groups or Establishment membership organizations.
There are, as this paper has described, rural organizations aplenty, but they all have their own priorities and vested interests, and few, if any, have the duty, remit or resources to make rural (Rogers 1987 p360) .
Ultimately, only the state can ensure fairness.
The decision to close the CRC appears to have been primarily driven by the government's desire to reduce the number of quangos, rather than by an objective analysis of need and benefits. It is a 34 The government's decision to continue to support ACRE came shortly after an online petition in support of ACRE gathered more than 13,000 signatures, at an eventual rate of more than 1,000 a day (http://tinyurl.com/phkluar).
decision that flies in the face of more than 100 years' experience and broad political consensus. Also, it lacks logic. There is evidence that poverty remains dynamic, and is, for some people, persistent and entrenched (Hills 2015 pp124-132) , suggesting a need for continued policy responses and associated research 35 .
It may be that politicians will come to regret closing the CRC (Hetherington 2013) . For, with each year that passes, the information, recorded experiences, research findings, case studies, and exemplars of good practice produced by the CRC and its predecessors, become more dated and difficult to find.
When, inevitably, it becomes necessary to revisit these topics, to fill the gaps identified and discussed above, the body of work of these organizations will have much to offer tomorrow's policymakers and practitioners … if they can find it.
